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The Delta Reform Act (2009) requires that the state protect, restore and enhance the 
Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta ecosystem. This complex and dynamic ecosystem is 
one of the least productive, compared to Chesapeake Bay, the Mississippi Delta, and 
other estuaries.  The dominant energy source to the food web is phytoplankton. 
Declines in phytoplankton’s biomass and productivity are implicated as factors 
contributing to the multi-decadal declines in fish species. For that reason, plans for 
managing the future Delta include actions aimed at enhancing phytoplankton 
productivity. Two common conceptual models are influencing those plans. The first 
model maintains that shallower aquatic habitats promote higher phytoplankton biomass 
and productivity (i.e. the “Shallower is greener” model) while the second asserts that 
more slowly moving water is associated with higher phytoplankton biomass and 
productivity (i.e. the “Slower is greener” model). Neither model is always correct. 
Mathematical models and field observations show that where bivalve (mollusk) grazing 
is significant, as in much of the Delta, phytoplankton growth and loss rates must be 
considered together in estimates and expectations of algal biomass or production. 
Practical implications of these lessons for management of the Delta will be discussed.    

Contact: Katie Morrice at (916) 445 – 5336 or katie.morrice@deltacouncil.ca.gov 
*Remote access via Webex Service available upon request. 
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